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 Abstract 
 
Climate change has a profound effect on the knowledge and relationship that people have of 
and with their surroundings. Ethnographies that address this impact are mostly concerned with 
the cultural relationship that communities have with their land, but often don´t incorporate the 
ocean as part of this relationship. Islanders have a particular relationship with the ocean, being 
completely surrounded by the water and often dependent on its resources. To denote this 
specific kind of knowledge derived from having an epistemological, economic and cultural 
connection with the ocean, I coin the term ´Local Oceanic Knowledge´. Local Oceanic 
Knowledge involves kinaesthetic learning through physical and psychological activity 
connected to the sea. In theorizing it, I shift away from concepts that tend to exoticize 
knowledge, such as Traditional ecological knowledge This research builds on three months of 
ethnographic fieldwork with fisherman, surfers, coastguards and environmentalists on the 
island of Siargao, the Philippines. The ethnographic film that accompanies this article serves 
to envelop the complex relationship with the ocean and the islanders by approaching 
knowledge in a way that embraces visual interaction. It is a manifestation of Local oceanic 
Knowledge as much as a depiction. The article and film both show that local oceanic 
knowledge in Siargao is being compromised by the effects of climate change, and that other 
factors such as a fast-developing tourist industry and a lack of proper environmental policy 
are worsening the impact.  
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I Introduction 
I sit on the wet cement just under the protection of the market roof, hoping it is just 
wet from the ice that was melting, meant to keep the fish cool. Behind me, a market 
woman yelps in my direction, ‘watch out mam!’. The boy who’s skinning the small 
fishes throws a splash of water over his wooden cutting board to rinse of the scales. I 
stand up quickly so I won’t have to walk around with a fish stench the rest of the 
afternoon, although after hours at the fish market it might already be too late. I walk 
towards the woman who yelped, I know her, we chat every afternoon at 4 when I 
arrive at the market in General Luna. She starts talking about her business and how 
long she’s been working as a fish saleswoman. I ask if she knows how long the market 
has been here. ‘20 years, it’s old! But they are planning to make a new one. In the 
centre of GL.’ I asked if that wouldn’t be inconvenient for the fishermen, since they 
would have to walk quite far with the fish. She said ´that is true, but something has to 
happen because at high tide, the water sometimes floods over the market´. 
Siargao island is the last frontier to the east of the Philippines, influenced heavily by the 
ocean’s winds and currents that come uninterrupted from the immense Pacific Ocean it 
borders. The fish market of the once quiet, now busy tourist town General Luna lies straight 
on the beach, almost protecting the town from the sea. But this protection is only a semblance 
now, as in recent years the water has risen higher and higher. Rising sea levels is one of the 
effects of climate change, and the worries of the saleswoman reflect the current situation in 
Siargao: climate change is impacting everyday life, and the locals have no choice but to adapt.  
Climate change is causing sea levels and temperatures to rise. Storms are becoming more 
extreme and their patterns are changing (Yumul et.al., 2011); most likely they will increase in 
frequency and intensity because of climate change (Adger et al. 2005, Morss et al. 2011). This 
threatens the lives and livelihood of those who work at sea. Islanders are reliant on ocean 
resources (DENR, 2001) and Siargao is no exception. Warming ocean water is impacting the 
health of coral reefs that sustain oceanic life, and unpredictable weather and typhoons make it 
increasingly difficult to fish on the Pacific Ocean. Furthermore, the effects of climate change 
are enhanced by human interaction with the land and sea (Perez, Amadore, Fier, 1999). In 
Siargao, the pressure on the environment is increased mostly by a lack of sustainable 
environmental policies and an extreme rise in tourism, more than 50% in the last year alone. 
So, what does Siargao need to ensure a sustainable future? 
Firstly, the upcoming tourist industry on the island is causing rapid development, creating an 
urgency for effective nature conservation to protect the island against climate hazards. It´s 
crucial to keep the tourism industry to sustainable standards, because the rising of this 
industry is worsening climate change effects. For example, the more people come to the 
island, the more supplies are needed to cater everyone, and the more trash is produced. The 
sudden development has an ecological effect on the island (Tiu, 2011). Inclusion of an 
outlook of this impact is necessary, since the environment of the island is at the base of local 
knowledge of this environment. 
 
Secondly, there is a need for well-regulated environmental policies that integrate the 
knowledge that locals have of the island. This type of knowledge is often called traditional 
ecological knowledge (TEK) in anthropology (Crate, 2011). It is a specific, place-based 
knowledge, created through years of trial and error and passed down from generations (Drew, 
2005). Although the application of TEK in environmental policies has gained popularity 
among researchers because of its value to nature conservation, TEK is still regularly excluded 
from environmental assessment reports, which rely mostly on western peer-reviewed 
scientific studies (Alexander et.al., 2011). But the integration of local knowledge is crucial for 
the creation of climate management that fits within the area it implemented in (Crate, 2011; 
Lazrus, 2012; Huda, 2013). 
 
The incorporation of traditional ecological knowledge into policies and research is also 
essential in giving islanders a way to gain control over their environment. It gives locals the 
power to decide over the future of their land and ocean from a bottom-up approach, instead of 
top-down controlled environmental policy from for example the government. Calls are being 
made for integrated research that combines local knowledge and knowledge derived from 
scientific studies and does not adhere to the binary of traditional versus scientific (Lazrus, 
2012). It is only through collaboration that we can survive environmental disturbance (Tsing, 
2015). Furthermore, TEK can help create more effective adaptation strategies and policies 
through its regard to cultural context (Lazrus, 2012). This is largely because conservations 
plans need community support in order to maintain the long-term efficacy (Aswani & 
Hamilton 2004). Successfully incorporating local knowledge is depended on the two-way 
street of knowledge exchange.  
 
Most research that does integrates TEK relies mostly on either land-based knowledge or 
ocean-based knowledge. For most islanders, the land and the ocean are intertwined 
(knowledge) sites (Ingersoll, 2016). In order to fully understand the fluidity of oceanic 
knowledge, it necessary to incorporate the seascape as a part of the research, as a participant 
(Ingersoll, 2016). Furthermore, local knowledge such as TEK is shaped by the ecological 
relationship with a place and when that place is an island, that knowledge is influenced 
greatly by ocean. The term used to describe this knowledge should revolve more heavily 
around the seascape then does the local knowledge of land locked communities.  
 
Ingersoll (2016) adds that knowledge of the seascape is an embodied type of knowledge, 
learned not only from elders but also from interacting with the ocean, through kinaesthetic 
learning. Although it is based upon concrete aspects of the ocean and on the skills and tools 
used to ‘read’ the ocean, it´s flexible like nature and changes alongside nature (Ingersoll, 
2016). In an effort to represent this flexibility of ecological knowledge that islanders have, 
and press more towards an ocean-based knowledge, I use the term Local Oceanic Knowledge. 
Since Local Oceanic Knowledge (LOK) is rooted in the ecological environment of islanders, 
changes to this environment also change the (relevance of) LOK. 
 
How do these changes impact the livelihood and LOK of coastal communities? Islanders are 
front-line observers of the changes that appear on the ocean and coast (Savo, Morton, 
Lepofsky, 2017) and their local oceanic knowledge is based on the patterns that occur in these 
environments. Changes to these environments have an impact not only on livelihood, but also 
on culture. The understanding of the ocean and seascape is shaped by culture, and their 
culture is derived from interaction with the sea. Culture and knowledge are intertwined with 
processes of ecological change that affect local landscapes and lifeways (Roncoli, Ingram, & 
Kirshen, 2002). Their local knowledge is thus rooted in lifetimes of interacting with an 
individual’s changing environment and can be of great importance in the face of one of the 
biggest changes’ humanity is facing right now.   
 
This importance of integrating local knowledge is echoed throughout the anthropological 
debate on climate change (Crate, 2011; Lazrus, 2012), but calls are also being made for 
interdisciplinary and non-anthropological engagement (Lazrus, 2012). Ethnographic films can 
contribute well, combining the discipline of film, which is more easily accessible outside of 
academia, and ethnographic research and its particular skillset and sensitivity to culture. My 
article is accompanied by a 30-minute ethnographic documentary. Both the article and the 
film are meant to show a situation experienced at a particular time, but the documentary is not 
meant to be an informational piece that displays what this article addresses. Rather, it is an 
experiential product of the lived experience of my protagonists and myself and invites the 
audience into the ocean with us.  
 
	
II Theoretical framework  
 
Climate is fundamental to an individual’s concept of place. The concept of place is 
characterized not by geography alone, but also by a sense of belonging, to identity and to the 
attachment to ecological, cultural and economic resources of a place (Hess et al., 2008). Hess 
and colleagues (2008) write that place and the sense of belonging to it can be understood as a 
sum of human relationships and resources in that location, deriving from familiarity, 
attachment, and identity, feelings that increase with length of residence. The production of 
environmental knowledge is also connected to place, as it is localized.  
 
Traditional Environmental Knowledge is a widely used and recognized term in anthropology, 
defined as: 
“a cumulative body of knowledge, practice, and belief, evolving by adaptive processes 
and handed down through generations by cultural transmission, about the relationship 
of living beings (including humans) with one another and with their environment”  
(Berkes, 1999, as read in Lazrus, 2012. p. 290).  
Traditional environmental knowledge is thus derived from intimate interaction with a place, 
connected to a locations’ microenvironment, ‘whose rhythms are intertwined with the cycles 
of family and community life’ (Roncoli, Ingram & Kirshen, 2002. p. 422). Gradually, this 
intimate knowledge is gaining recognition. 
 
Unfortunately, TEK is still largely being underused in western science, despite its usefulness 
in conservation and importance to local communities. It has been neglected for a long period 
of time due to the ´general bias against evidence from non-peer-reviewed sources´ (Alexander 
et.al., 2011). But the interest in TEK is increasing throughout various scientific disciplines, 
creating a possibility for a ‘new reciprocal relationship that facilitates a synthesis’ of western 
science and traditional ecological knowledge through dialogue (Alexander et.al., 2011). 
Constructive opportunities for local and scientific communities to collaborate on 
environmental policy and conservation effort are slowly opening up.  
 
But, there is a danger in the attempt of western science to tap into traditional or local 
knowledge systems. It reflects the ‘history of power relationships between indigenous groups 
and nonindigenous groups’ (Alexander et.al., 2011). It can be seen as neo-colonial in this 
way. Furthermore, TEK is not a homogeneous body of knowledge, and researcher have to be 
careful not to threat it as such to avoid creating the notion that TEK is a sort of readily 
available source of ecological knowledge. The body of articles about TEK that are currently 
accessible, if not read carefully, could be interpreted and used in a neo-colonial way, simply 
‘using’ the knowledge that locals possess of the environment for own scientific advancement.  
 
The term TEK carries this danger with it, and the wording of the concept might be one way to 
overcome this. An argument can be made to not use the word ‘Traditional’ but opt for 
‘Local’.  Roncoli and colleagues (2002) argue that ‘Traditional’ has an exoticized connotation 
and creates the idea that this knowledge is static, since the word ‘traditional’ does not only 
mean handed down from age to age, but is also defined as ‘adhering to past practices or 
established conventions’ (Merriam-Webster, 2018). Using ‘Local’ instead emphasizes the 
place-based nature of ecological knowledge, without exoticizing it, and doesn’t create the idea 
that this knowledge is static. Instead it embraces the localized yet moving base that it is based 
on, like the ocean shaping itself through change, not imposing a structure that would colonize 
the knowledge.  
 
Another example that taps into this risk of TEK reading as neo-colonial is mentioned by 
Farbotko (2010). In his article ‘Wishful sinking’ he explains that island nations are often 
referred to as vulnerable in scientific articles on climate change and TEK, but that this well-
meant viewpoint of helpless islands as a discourse is creating an ‘eco-colonial’ gaze. This 
discourse tends to remove agency from the islanders (Hau’ofa, 1994). The eco-colonial gaze 
seems to see the sinking of low-lying islands as a critical point for climate change, viewing 
these island as “a laboratory on which cosmopolitans enclose a space to locate and contain 
climate change hopes and anxieties” (Farbotko, 2010). He stresses that the centuries that 
islanders have been on their island an at sea, has created an incredibly resourceful knowledge 
base.  
 
On an island, knowledge based on the ocean is equally, if not more important than land-based 
local knowledge. Being surrounded by the sea and dependent on it as a resource, to make a 
living but also as a basis of islander’s culture, makes the ocean a particular space of 
knowledge production. Plenty research on TEK does involve ocean-based knowledge (Drew, 
2005), but refrains from taking the ocean into the concept of knowledge as a participant 
(Ingersoll, 2016). In order to fully understand the fluidity of oceanic knowledge, it necessary 
to conceptualize the seascape as a part of the research. Instead of a concept about the ocean, a 
concept that includes the ocean as the diverse and moving space in which knowledge is 
immersed and emerges from.  
 
Ingersoll (2016) therefore uses a different term to discuss the particular knowledge of Kanaka 
Maoli, indigenous Hawaiians about the ocean. The term she uses, Seascape Epistemology, is 
born from internal origin in order to support ‘indigenous ways of knowing and being’. It 
focusses on the ocean, the seascape, but does not exclude the land. According to her, it is 
western science that has separated oceanic literacy from other forms of knowledge (Ingersoll, 
2016). Seascape epistemology is similar to Traditional, or Local Ecological Knowledge in 
that both embody ‘elements of spiritual, cosmological, and moral practices’ that influence the 
ecological relationship that people have to their environment, or in the case of seascape 
epistemology, the ocean (Lazrus, 2012; Ingersoll, 2016).  
 
The understanding of the ocean is shaped by culture, and the culture is shaped through 
interaction with the seascape. Moreover, it is always in motion, like the sea is ever changing, 
as culture and knowledge are ‘interwoven with local and regional processes of ecological and 
historical change that impinge on local landscapes and lifeways’ (Roncoli, Ingram, & 
Kirshen, 2002. p. 410). Likewise, local ecological knowledge is rooted in lifetimes of 
interacting with an individual’s changing environment (Crate, 2011). The knowledge is 
shaped by the ecological relationship with a place. Ingersoll (2016) underlines that the 
embodied sense of knowledge of the seascape is also connected to ‘territory as knowledge and 
includes the understanding of and interaction with place’ (p. 29). Although seascape 
epistemology is based upon concrete aspects of the seascape and on the skills and tools used 
to ‘read’ the ocean, it´s flexible like nature and changes alongside nature (Ingersoll, 2016). 
Thereby it overcomes the static notion that ‘Traditional’ ecological knowledge can have. 
 
All of the above led me to use the term ‘Local oceanic knowledge’ for my research, a 
combination of the concepts of Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Seascape 
Epistemology. Local Oceanic Knowledge (LOK) involves kinaesthetic learning through 
physical and psychological activity connected to the sea. It is a more embodied form of 
literacy that is interconnected with culture. I don’t intend to steer away too far from what TEK 
as a concept is used for, the implications are similar. But by coining the term Local Oceanic 
Knowledge I want to evolve TEK, making it more encompassing as it involves embodied 
knowledge, creating a term that focusses more on the ocean (I imagine a more land-based 
research using the term Local Environmental Knowledge), and more fitting to the current 
times by exchanging ‘traditional’ for ‘local’.  
 
A shift in academic focus is needed to research local oceanic knowledge, because it needs to 
incorporate the seascape as part of the community that is studied (Ingersoll, 2016). In my 
research, that shift is towards the visual. Ethnographic film can serve to embrace these 
complex interactions with the ocean, because the seascape involves a ‘specific way of 
approaching knowledge that embraces visual interactions’ (Ingersoll, 2016. p. 25). Although 
land-based knowledge also involves this type of interaction with the environment, being at 
sea, you are more dependent on this visuality, as other types of interacting with knowledge, 
such as speech, are drowned by the sounds of the waves, motor and the need for an extreme 
alertness to your surroundings in order to keep save. When at sea, the ocean is the only thing 
that tells you what to do, you keep your eye on it. 
 
These visual interactions can be navigation skills, fishing techniques, or (free)diving abilities. 
Islanders have long been able to use these skills and reshape them when changes in climate 
ensued (Ingersoll, 2016). But these techniques, the tangible representations of the local 
oceanic knowledge, are being affected by environmental change. Contemporary climate 
change is one of these, undermining the capacity of communities to use methods that worked 
for centuries through the rapid changing of the ecological environment (Crate, 2011). Thereby 
it also has an impact on an islander’s ecological relationship with the land and sea and their 
knowledge about these.   
 
 
 
An indication that locals have had to alter traditional fishing methods some 30 years ago 
already because of coastal degradation, was the rise of dynamite fishing (Baticados, 2004). 
Dynamite fishing or Blast fishing is a very efficient, but extremely damaging. Home-made 
dynamite would be thrown from the small fisherman’s boat into the ocean and kill everything 
within a 30- to 100-foot radius of the explosion. The remains would be scooped up, and the 
scattered coral it left behind becomes inhabitable. After receiving a yellow card from the 
European union, just 5 years ago, dynamite fishing was made illegal by the Philippine 
government (Almendral, 2018), but the effects are still seen and felt today. Although banning 
these fishing practises was necessary to sustain healthy coral reefs, it also meant that some 
fisherman had to find alternative sources of income (White, Aliño & Meneses, 2006).  
 
In Siargao, tourism has proven a great substitute. But the environmental impact of tourism is 
profound. The fast-rising tourist industry on the island is complicating the use and 
preservation of local oceanic knowledge by worsening climate change effects. Rapid 
development, specifically in the town of General Luna where my research took place, is a 
polluting consequence of the tourism increase. More and more mouths to feed on the island, 
and tourist aren’t easily satisfied with just some rice on their plates. Next to that, higher living 
costs, road expansions and big resorts are pushing local General Luna residents further away 
from fishing grounds, into other types of jobs such as driving a tricycle that don’t involve any 
of their oceanic knowledge.  
 
One critical point within the tourism rise was when former Mayor of General Luna Jaime 
Plaza Rusillon got the island to be named ‘The Best Island in Asia and in the world’ by a 
popular Asia travelling magazine. A big banner hangs proudly at the entrance of the town, 
showing of the slogan. Siargao went from hidden gem to widely known hot spot, although, 
tourists almost exclusively stay in General Luna and only take daytrips around the rest of the 
island. Even though GL is part of Siargao Island Protected Landscape and Seascape 
(SIPLAS), the pressure of the extreme incline of tourists has a negative effect on the coastal 
water quality, coral reef cover and sea grass growth (Tiu, 2011). It´s impacting the water 
standard that is already deteriorating because of contemporary climate change and this in turn 
impacts the oceanic systems on which LOK is build.  
 
Although the water standard is still within in an acceptable range according to the DENR, 
other damaging factors are speeding the decline. A considerable amount of trash is ending up 
in the ocean because of a lack of (sustainable) waste management. Although policies have 
been created, there is no sign of implementation in most rural areas of the Philippines (Ngoc 
& Schnitzer, 2009). The consequence of this is environmental degradation: because there is 
no one to pick up any garbage, inhabitants have to improvise. This generally means that the 
waste is either going to landfill or ends up in the ocean. This causes contamination of surface 
and groundwater, soil contamination and air pollution (Ngoc & Schnitzer, 2009). The 
contamination of (ocean) water and soil can create difficult conditions for ocean life to grow 
in, impacting the lives of fishermen who depend on this source: the island culture is slowly 
changing because their local oceanic knowledge becomes less relevant to their livelihood.  
 
In the search for a sustainable solution to these issues, the most promising is the use of Marine 
Protected Areas (MPA’s) (White, Aliño & Meneses, 2006; Edgar et. al., 2014). Although 
there are MPA’s throughout the Philippines, the effectiveness of these regulations is 
undermined by a lack of managing (Weeks, Russ, Alcala & White, 2010). In Siargao, there 
has been no coastguard on duty until November 2018. Although some banners are hung up 
around the island showing what areas of the sea are marine protected, local governance is 
inadequate is educating and encouraging the conservation of the coastal and marine areas. 
Most fisherman are not aware of what exact areas they can and cannot fish in, and there hasn’t 
been anyone to mark the lines.   
 
This is a complicated web of components, all with their own effect on the ecological 
environment and relationship with that environment that shapes the Local Oceanic 
Knowledge of the inhabitants of Siargao. The fieldwork that I have done exemplifies the 
connection between these factors, climate change, an upcoming tourist industry, inadequate 
environmental policies, and the ecological challenges that these bring with them. How are 
they impacting the local oceanic knowledge and how could this knowledge help to turn the 
tide on the environmental issues that Siargao faces?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
III Methods and techniques of research  
I conducted this research during a three-month period on the island of Siargao, the 
Philippines. It draws upon participant observation and 11 interviews with a variety of social 
groups, all connected to the ocean in one way or another. My findings also build upon hours 
of audio-visual recordings, observations and literature analysis. The fieldwork took place in 
the months of January, February and March. This period is relevant because the first two 
months of the year are rain season on the island, making March a transition month towards 
more sunny weather.  
Observation and participation are integral to understanding the complexity of relationships 
because it allows the researcher to develop close affinity with the research participants and 
stay conceptually open minded during the fieldwork. Thereby it permits ‘detailed, rich and in-
depth study’ (Bryman, 2012). The relationship that someone has with the ocean is no 
exception to this complexity and requires such in-depth research. Moreover, my research is 
not about a relationship between humans, making it even more complex. I conducted the 
ethnographic work within five social groups: fisherman, the coastguard, surfers, fish salesman 
and environmental activists. Within these groups I have carried out different levels of 
participation, going from helping with everyday things such as cooking, to more specific 
skills like spearfishing.  
The main focus has been on the fishermen. Within this group I conducted three of the 
interviews, I went fishing eight times and spend a lot of time hanging out at the spot where the 
boats are built, the food is made, the kids play, and everyone eats together. Here we talked for 
hours, made Kinilauw, knotted fishing nets and took care of the boats. Sometimes it was not 
even possible to just observe, I had to participate in some activities and learn new skills to 
gain access. For example, I learned how to free dive up to 12 metres in order to join on 
spearfishing trips.  
 
With the coastguard I did a focus group, where we mainly discussed marine protected areas. 
The coastguard of Siargao consist of 4 women and 4 men. I also spend some time hanging 
around the barracks: eating food, having some drinks and chatting. I met the group of surfers 
in the line-up waiting for waves, and later spend a lot of time talking with them in one if the 
guys’ surf store. We surfed together at least twice a week and I helped collecting shells for the 
store and creating handmade products. I also did two short interviews with two of the surfers. 
In the first two/three weeks of the research I went to the fish market every day in an effort to 
get into contact with fisherman. Instead, I got to know the man who sell the fish and discussed 
the prices of fish, the kinds of fish they sell and where these come from, and the effect of the 
weather on their occupation. I learned that the rising tourism industry has had a profound 
effect on the price of the fish and that during the rainy season, some of the tuna comes from 
fish farms near to Surigao (‘the mainland’).  
 
The environmental activists can be separated into two, one being the divers and specifically 
one local dive instructor, and one being the NGO ‘SEA movement’. I did an interview with 
both the dive instructor and the project manager of SEA movement. Furthermore, I went 
(free)diving with the dive instructor and filmed her while she taught the Padi Open Water 
diving course to tourist. With SEA movement I filmed and helped with a beach clean-up led 
by the project manager. The beach clean-up is perhaps the most obvious way I showed my 
concerns as an environmentalist. My affection for nature and especially the ocean led me to 
the subject of this thesis in the first place, but also made it possible to have in-depth 
conversations about conservation with the environmentalists of Siargao. My love for the 
ocean in its turn, created a certain connection with the fisherman and surfers, sharing a sense 
of belonging at sea.  
For this research I pursued knowledge from passion and involvement, not from distance. In 
this way, my work can be seen as an activist ethnography in the definition of Emihovich 
(2005). Emihovich argues that simply writing about unjust situations is not enough, 
ethnographers have to take action. She says that this not does not ‘necessarily mean we must 
all join in leading the revolution’, but simply engage in a set of actions that impact a current 
system. My actions were small, for example joining the beach clean up, picking up trash out 
of the ocean or pointing tourists towards sustainable options available on the island, yet still 
show my environmentalism being present alongside my role as a researcher.  
Understanding and representing the knowledge about and the relationship that these fishermen 
have with the ocean has certainly been challenging. In Botticello’s article ‘routes to 
knowledge through digital image making’ (2016), she talks about how the transferring of 
knowledge was a two way street and that her research required the workers to learn how to 
transmit their knowledge to her so that she could give an accurate representation of it. 
Similarly, it was complicated for my contacts to transfer their (oceanic) knowledge to me in a 
way that I would understand well enough to represent it in the documentary. For example, it 
was hard for the fisherman to explain why it would only be possible to catch coconut crabs 
when it was full moon. To them, it was so obvious that the crabs would need the light to 
navigate the beach to wash themselves in the sea safely, but I didn’t think about the amount of 
light that a full moon emits. 
 
Unsurprisingly, the language barrier also had a big part in the transmitting of knowledge. My 
contacts spoke little English and I spoke even littler Bisaya (also called Visaya or Binisaya). 
As time passed, we understood each other better and better because we learned from each 
other. Their English improved incredibly fast, and because I slowly learned most Bisaya 
words that had something to do with the ocean and/or fishing: we developed a little fusion 
language. This comes forward in most audio material, we speak English, but some words are 
Bisaya. In the field I used my notebook to write down Bisaya words, but also used my camera 
when they taught me something new. Because I was able to record the entire conversation 
around a word, I am now able to better understand the nuances that give these words their 
meaning. Furthermore, I tried to focus on the transfer of knowledge through physical activity, 
such as learning how to pull the line to make a fish bite. I used this focus on kinaesthetic 
learning because oceanic knowledge is not purely theoretical in nature but an interactive and 
embodied ontology (Ingersoll, 2016).  
 
 
Audio-visual 
As mentioned, the audio-visual material made during this research will be presented as a 
documentary of 30 minutes. All interviews are recorded on audio and some on video. Next to 
editing the documentary, the material also serves as references for this article. The film will 
focus on the fishermen, the two main protagonists being a nylon fisher and a spear fisher. The 
first is Jr (Marlon), a young and social guy born in the city of Surigao who taught himself 
how to fish when he moved to Siargao. The second is the older Manuel, an ocean man who 
originates from Siargao. He learned how to spearfish from his father, but with the tourism 
industry growing fast and him not getting any younger, he now spends some of his days 
working in a foreign-owned hotel called Wavecave.  
There are two documentaries that inspired me greatly. The first is How to meet a Mermaid by 
Coco Scrijber (2017), a Dutch documentarian who’s drive to make this film came from her 
own (ambivalent) relationship with the ocean. Although my relationship with the ocean is less 
ambivalent in my own eyes, I have the same source of motivation as Scrijber. The second is 
Anote’s Ark, by Matthieu Rytz (2018). The close look upon the strength of the Kiribati 
residents in the face of climate change taking their island, is something I tried to do with my 
film as well. I watched both films multiple times and took close note of their styles. These 
influenced my own style, but very subtly. At one point I do reference Scrijber’s film more 
directly: the camera twirls up from the corals moving into an audio and visual crescendo, the 
same way that she does this in a scene with a big round crater in the ocean, making it look like 
a dark hole.   
My documentary is not meant to be an informational piece that displays what this article 
addresses. Rather, it is a composition meant to engage the audience in the life worlds of my 
protagonists and to a lesser extent my own. By this I mean that the film is experiential, using 
the term in the way that Dewey proposes it in ‘art as experience’ (2005). It can be seen as an 
intensification of a lived experience, rather than a presentation of the theories and concepts 
that I use in my research. This is meant to place the transformative, aesthetic experience at the 
forefront of this ethnographic documentary.  
I tried to create the experience of feeling connected to the ocean, showing the intimacies of 
this relationship, for example by focusing on bodily expressions of people and the expressions 
of the ocean itself. I visually and aurally depict how the ocean moves and pushes and pulls 
with the tides. By positioning the camera in the ocean, I create the opportunity for the 
audience to feel connected with the ocean themselves. A source of inspiration in how to 
convey this is the photo series by Asako Narahashi, ‘Half Awake and Half Asleep in the 
Water’ (2007). All images are made from within water, with the camera going 1/3 or 
sometimes even halfway in. By visually making the ocean very close I engage the audience 
into the lived experience of being a fisherman.  
 
Figure 1. Jr sitting on boat, shot from within the water to create a connection to the sea. 
 
Both the article and the film are meant to show a situation experienced at a particular time, 
although the article may be generalized to fit other contexts. The film however involves more 
personal historical context of its protagonists, rendering it less scalable and more localized. 
This sounds unwanted, but makes the documentary more unique, as the downside of 
scalability is never having to adjust the research question, thus eliminating the possibility for 
diversity (Tsing, 2015).  
 
Ethical considerations  
Informal conversations and activities are important to establish a trusting relationship and 
ensure people will feel secure with my presence. This brings up ethical questions of which 
information is included in the research and what is left out in order to protect the privacy of 
my participants. Towards the end of the research period I asked everyone included in the 
research to sign an informed consent form asking if they are okay with me including 
information in the research that they have provided me with, if they know what this means for 
them and that they can always let me know if they change their minds. This is in line with the 
concept of informed consent by the American Anthropological Association (AAA, 2012) 
since it includes the component of communication of information, comprehension of 
information and voluntary participation. I had the form translated to Bisaya to make sure they 
would understand it correctly (see attachment 1 & 2). 
Some particular sensitivities that might be brought up by this research revolve around 
representation. During the research we watched parts of the visual material together and 
discussed the ways to implement it into the documentary. This didn’t lead to any disputes, all 
my contacts generally enjoyed the material and agreed on using it for the final film. No 
information that could harm my research participant was included, following again the code 
of ethics by the AAA (2012). This had little influence on my research process, since no 
valuable information had to be left out because of it. I made sure to ask if a research 
participant feels comfortable being recorded. If they didn’t, I used my field journal to take 
notes. This did influence the audio-visual product, as some things I considered valuable to 
record didn’t make it into the film. 
  
 
V A Sea of Change 
 
Climate changing knowledge  
“Way back before, in the time of my father, whenever the month of April and May 
came, there was always a wide low tide. What they did was just walk through the 
seaweeds and stamp on it repeatedly and then the fish called ‘bontog’ would come up. 
They would catch it and that’s how they did it before.”  – Manuel 
Manuel’s family originated from the island of Siargao. Here, his father taught him how to fish 
using different techniques. When Manuel was little, plenty of seafood could be caught with 
relatively little effort, but all techniques, easy and difficult, were passed down from 
generations before him because they all aim at different sorts of fish. The method mentioned 
above that Manuel’s father had used to catch bontog (a type of fish), however, has 
disappeared mostly from Siargao. The wide low tide that used to appear on the east coast of 
Siargao has become much higher, and the bontog now has plenty of sea to hide (fig. 2). 
Satellite observations for 1993 - 2015 show that the eastern part of the Philippines 
experienced sea level rise at a rate of 5-7 mm per year, which is more than twice the global 
average (Kahana, Abdon, Daron & Scannell, 2016).  
 
Figure 2. The underwater grasslands in Siargao’s ocean are a favourite place for fish like 
bontog to hide.  
Contemporary climate change is the biggest cause of these rising sea levels, and it has the 
power to disrupt an ecological and cultural relationship with an environment (Hess et al., 
2008). According to Hess and colleagues, climate is fundamental to an individual’s concept of 
place. This place, the environment in which the fisherman of Siargao reside, is characterized 
not by geography alone, but also by a sense of belonging, to identity and to the attachment to 
ecological, cultural and economic resources. These different factors of place can be 
understood as a sum of human and non-human relationships, deriving from familiarity, 
attachment, and identity, feelings that increase with length of residence (Hess et al., 2008). 
Local environmental knowledge is derived from this intimate interaction with a place, 
connected to a locations’ ‘meaningful microenvironment whose rhythms are intertwined with 
the cycles of family and community life’ (Roncoli, Ingram & Kirshen, 2002. p. 422).  
 
Local oceanic knowledge is connected to these rhythms (Ingersoll, 2016). The rhythm of the 
seasons, the tides, the waves, the migration of animals, the growing of plants and that of 
family and community life. This becomes evident from Manuel’s mention of the occurrence 
of a particularly wide low tide in a specific time of the year. The months of April and May are 
the first months of the dry season in Siargao (PAGASA, 2019), and apparently these used to 
bring a tide with them that was ideal for fishing bontog. When these rhythms change, the 
knowledge about nature´s shifts become obsolete.  
 
These shifts have the power to change the relevance of a fishing technique. Losing the 
techniques means the cultural value attached to it is lost as well. For those who call the ocean-
surrounded land home, the sea and the ways to be in it, on it and with it, bear this cultural 
value. Knowledge is created by generations of being at sea and going into the ocean 
reconnects the fishermen with this genealogy. For Manuel, teaching his children how to fish 
was important, even though they would all proceed to finish university and now have different 
occupations. He says: ‘I still taught them how to fish, because if ever they can’t pursue a 
career in their field of study, at least they’ll know how to be a fisherman’. His children now 
have the skill and knowledge to provide for themselves, as long as there is a healthy ocean. 
 
The sea provides not only their livelihood but is also a space that provokes inspiration and 
invites creation. Though the creation of something like a fishing technique may seem to come 
solely from necessity, it shows the way in which the ocean impacts the construction of 
traditions. Traditional or local oceanic knowledge is created through the sensations that arise 
from being in the water. Even though Manuel´s eyesight has gotten poorer as he gets older, he 
still manages to detect fish movement with the extreme detail that is necessary to hit a fish 
with a spear at 12 metres depth. He is trained by the ocean and the life in it. The skills that he 
teaches his sons and daughter are impacted by the underwater environment. When this 
environment changes, it changes what oceanic knowledge will continue to be passed on. 
 
Rising sea levels are not the only oceanic environmental change. Another consequence of 
climate change is global warming. The ocean temperature increases, changing the amount and 
distribution of marine fish (Hollowed, Barangem, Beamish, et.al., 2013). Water temperature 
influences several traits of fish such as reproduction, growth and physical condition. Fish can 
also respond to ocean warming by seeking deeper waters (Lloret, Sabatés, Muñoz, et.al., 
2015). The fishing techniques that are a part of the local oceanic knowledge of the fishermen 
in Siargao could be jeopardized by these changes in marine life.  
 
These changes can of course threaten the existence of cold-water species, but benefits fish 
who like to live in warmer seas (Drinkwater, 2005). On Siargao, many fishermen seem to 
have adapted their techniques towards warm-water fish species. My contacts caught mainly 
Tuna and Blue Marlin, both fish species that are known to thrive in warmer waters. Jr showed 
me the interesting way to catch a Blue Marlin, using a long thread that entangles their sword-
like bills. I did not encounter any techniques to fish for cold-water species during my 
fieldwork. Maybe, these techniques have already become irrelevant and the fishermen have 
adapted to the warming seas, just like the Blue Marlin they catch.  
 
Fishing for Blue Marlin’s is not easy, to put it mildly. They are considered highly priced 
captures in the world of game fishing, because of their immense size and incredible speed (up 
to 80km per hour). For fishermen such as Jr, these fish can offer a great income, but they have 
to risk their lives to catch them. The boats that are used in Siargao and throughout the 
Philippines are called Banka’s, a 3-4 metres long wooden long boat, no wider than an average 
canoe, propelled by a single engine. Blue Marlin can reach up to 450 kilograms and catches of 
a 100kg are not an exception on the island. It’s impossible to bring these fish into the small 
boats. Jr explained that they drag them from the open Pacific to the shore. Although this is 
obviously a dangerous endeavour, it is rare that fisherman die at sea because of it. 
 
In the second week of my fieldwork, I had a scare when one salesman told me that he 
wouldn’t be doing any regular fishing trips until March, when the rain season has passed and 
first-class fish such as the Blue Marlin would be a daily catch. Afraid of my whole research 
timing being off, I pointed at all the fish on the market and asked where all of these where 
coming from, if nobody was fishing. He explained that there is fishing going on, but in these 
months there is so little to catch in the wild anymore and all the fish that are caught are ‘lower 
class’ fish. Other ways to bring in more and higher-class fish increase in popularity among the 
fishermen during the rainy season. A lot of the fish sold at the market comes from the fish 
farms near to Surigao (‘the mainland’).  
 
Fishing large fish in the open pacific with just two nylon lines does little harm to rhythm of 
the ocean, but fish farms certainly can harm the environment. The techniques to fish in the 
wild that are part of the islanders LOK become less relevant, as the bad weather intensifies 
and stretches out over the year, farming fish becomes a save alternative. Fishponds require a 
specific environment, usually in inter-tidal mangrove forest zones (Kelly, 1996). These areas 
where long considered ‘useless’ so the justifications to create fish farms were easily made. 
But, the ponds require forested coastal areas to be cleared (Kelly, 1996). These mangroves are 
important nursery habitats for fish, protect the island against erosion and act as a defence line 
against tidal waves (White, Aliño & Meneses, 2006). If more and more fisherman have to 
resort to fish farms because climate change renders fishing on the open sea impossible half the 
year, then their local oceanic knowledge on fishing wild might not be passed on, which 
simultaneously leads to the damaging of the environment through the need of more fish farms. 
 
It is hard to blame the fisherman seeking out these saver ways to ensure they come home with 
a catch: the biggest danger for the life of Philippino fisherman at sea, is bad weather. In 
coastal areas, extreme weather events already make up two-thirds of the disasters; most likely 
they will increase in frequency and intensity because of climate change (Adger et al. 2005, 
Morss et al. 2011). In an interview with Jr, he repeatedly mentions that every year, two 
fishermen on Siargao are lost at sea.  
“When the month of November to February come, it’s not good for fishing, 
because the waves are huge, and the wind is strong. My life is not secure nor safe in 
the Pacific Ocean. In 2017, the boat I used to row with before, the owner fell off the 
boat. Until now, from 2017 to 2019 he’s still missing. Hasn’t been found.” 
Fisherman are front-line observers of the changes that appear on the ocean and coast (Savo, 
Morton, Lepofsky, 2017). Their ability to read the weather and forecast it is critical to their 
survival and is a part of their local oceanic knowledge. Furthermore, it situates them as 
important sources of information, not only to their own community but also to climate and 
adaptation related science, about changes in weather and climate and the impact of the 
increased occurrence of typhoons, storms and heavy rains (Savo, Morton, Lepofsky, 2017). 
 
The increased occurrence of extreme weather events makes it even more dangerous to be out 
on the open Pacific, because it could undermine their ability to read the ocean and secure their 
safety. The knowledge of fisherman is rooted in local ecological systems and the elevated 
unpredictability of weather patterns is disrupting these systems (Yumul et.al., 2011). On 
Siargao, the fishermen are dependent solely on themselves and their local oceanic knowledge 
when on the Pacific. Jr mentioned that whenever there is an emergency, there is no help 
available. His only chance would be that another fisherman is nearby. With more and more 
storms occurring at sea, the weather can fall outside of the ‘coping range’ of his community 
(Morss et al. 2011), his oceanic knowledge might not suffice to keep him safe.  
 
Climate change is not the only thing that is threatening life in and on the ocean and local 
oceanic knowledge. Increasing tourism and the impact of commercial fisheries cannot be 
ignored. After interrogating the effect that climate change has on the relationship that the 
fisherman of Siargao have with the ocean and on their local oceanic knowledge, the next two 
parts will explain two anthropogenic factors that are worsening this impact further. 
 
 
Environmental policy in practise 
The effects of climate change are often enhanced due to the human interactions with the 
landscape that increase environmental pressure, such as fracking, coastal mining, tourism, 
waste management and slash-and-burn farming (Perez, Amadore, Fier, 1999; Lazrus, 2012). 
In the case of Siargao, a few human-interactions, or better said inactions, are having a 
considerable impact on the environmental health of Siargao. Environmental policies can help 
manage these interactions and steer towards a more sustainable development of the island.   
 
Local oceanic knowledge can aid in creating successful sustainable policies. Most Philippinos 
view their environment in a holistic fashion and may be ‘aware of linkages between various 
ecological processes’ (Drew, 2005). Often it turns out that local views and taxonomies of 
ecological structures closely resemble the ones that are formalized by scientists or provide 
additional information that was overlooked. The knowledge of these linkages is the result of 
‘long-term association with a specific area’ and is therefore not always apparent to those 
unfamiliar with the environment (Drew, 2005). What this means is that local oceanic 
knowledge can offer information about the oceanic environment that might be necessary to 
create successful conservation plans.  
 
Conservations plans need community support in order to maintain the long-term efficacy of 
these plans, and incorporating local oceanic knowledge is the best-known way to ensure this 
support (Aswani & Hamilton 2004). But this also means that the locals have to be informed 
properly about conservation effort and receive information about (environmental) changes on 
their island. In other words, it’s a two-way street. One study with Malaysian fisherman 
showed that the fisherman had high adaptation levels when it comes to environmental 
awareness and local environmental knowledge (Azril Mohamed Shaffril et.al., 2013). Current 
and accurate information on climate change and on the ways in which human interactions are 
worsening these effects, will enable them to better understand conservation efforts and 
plausibly more willing to work together with local officials, implementing environmental 
policies that incorporate their oceanic knowledge.  
 
The implications of the lack of environmental policy implementation are not always clear to 
the local fisherman of Siargao. Although some NGO’s try to spread more awareness, such as 
SEA movement and the Sun Crew, these efforts seem to reach no further than the already 
environmentally aware, English speaking local or tourist. In my interviews it was often 
mentioned by participants that they noticed the fish population to decline, and although some 
fisherman mention the rise of human interactions with the ocean as the cause of this, they are 
seldom aware of environmental policies regarding conservations efforts and how better 
implementation and management of these could positively impact their livelihood. 
 
Often, environmental policies are written up and have already officially come to effect, but 
either fail to incorporate local environmental knowledge, aren’t known to the islanders or lack 
proper managing. The policies on waste management on Siargao are a great example of this. 
The waste management system on Siargao is lacking any kind of organisation. In the middle 
of the island there is an immense palm tree ‘forest’, a popular spot for tourist to take a 
landscape photo or watch the sun go down from the road that overlooks the green hills. 
Amidst this postcard picture, a little cloud smoke twirls up (fig. 3). From the lookout spot, this 
is the only visible sign of the massive mountain of trash that hides in between the palm trees. 
A dumping ground for ever-accumulating trash that has no other place to go. There was 
supposed to be a government-organized service that picks up trash once a week in the towns 
of Siargao, but in the three months that I lived on the island, no garbage truck ever came.  
 
 
Figure 3.  The only visible sign of the trash pile hidden between the palm trees.  
 
Instead, people create their own solutions, the hidden dumping grounds being one of them. 
The trash that piles up here will end up as landfill. In an effort to reduce this landfill some 
local residents set light to their garbage. But this can deteriorate the local air quality and could 
lead to ‘climate changes at regional to global scale’ (Kawamura & Pavuluri, 2010). 
Furthermore, the garbage mountain is not exactly ideal for land and groundwater health, since 
the trash pollutes the soil in which it lies. It poses a threat to the ocean, as poorly managed 
landfills contribute highly to debris entering the seas (Kershaw, Katsuhiko, Lee & Woodring, 
2011). Marine debris has a clear negative impact on ocean life. Sea life habitats become 
polluted and fish can mistake the trash for food.  
 
While I was fishing with Jr or Manuel, and even when I was surfing with my other contacts 
on the island, I regularly saw trash floating on the water surface. Soda bottles, plastic bags and 
little sachets used for shampoo or bodywash were invading the ocean space where the 
fisherman tried to get a catch, all the way to the shore where tourist sunbathe. One time, out 
fishing on the open Pacific, a 7-up bottle passed the boat of Jr. I looked at him and pointed at 
it, leaning into the water to let him know I wanted to take it into the boat. He tried to steer us 
close to it but we weren’t able to grab it out of the ocean. Jr seemed indifferent to our failed 
attempt. Back upon land where the waves and motor don’t drown out our voices, I asked if he 
sees this more often. He told me he sees it almost every day, not big patches of trash, but 
single bottles or bags, and he isn’t surprised by it anymore.  
 
The ocean is a detailed space for those familiar with its tides, waves, reefs and weeds. When 
debris enters the ocean, it has an impact on ocean life. For example, fish ingest plastics 
mistaken for food, often resulting in death and consequently a decline in fish population 
(Kershaw et.al., 2011). This way, the entrance of debris into the ocean space can impact the 
mental map that fishermen have of the sea through compromising spatial awareness of local 
oceanic knowledge. This spatial awareness of, for example, where certain fish can be caught, 
is jeopardized when fish’s habitats are polluted, fish die because of plastic ingestions and life 
in the ocean is forced elsewhere for sustenance (Ingersoll, 2016). The flow of material is 
interrupting the flow of knowledge because local oceanic knowledge is based upon centuries 
of embodied experience. The great amount of incoming garbage, however, is only a 
phenomenon of the last 5 to 10 years in Siargao. 
 
But, in these last year’s environmental policies have certainly been developed. However, most 
policies were adopted from nation-wide conservation plans and these top-down approaches 
don’t tend to be very successful (Cox, 2000). An example of this that can be found throughout 
the Philippines is the implementation of Marine Protected Areas (MPA’s). MPA’s serve to 
protect areas of high marine biodiversity and critical habitats for ocean life. They are an 
effective way of promoting long-term productivity of shallow water fisheries (White, Aliño & 
Meneses, 2006). The realization that maintaining a high biodiversity and keeping coastal 
areas pristine has a positive impact on fish for food security, reached government officials in 
Siargao through the Philippine government, not by considering the local’s oceanic knowledge. 
 
This became clear when I compared the interview I had with the coastguard to the information 
I received from the fisherman. The coastguard told me that their duties consist of patrolling 
the sea and fine anyone who fishes in Marine Protected Areas. But when I spoke to Manuel, 
the spear fisher, he told me that there is are other problems that should be handled as well.  
“Sometimes we’re short in supply of fish. The fish are staying away from us, that’s 
why when we go for a swim we can’t find or see a lot of fish. This is because people 
often use small eyed nets, that’s why the number of the fish in the ocean are getting 
low. If they wouldn’t catch the small fishes then the fish could grow and multiply.” 
I often saw children, women and younger men hanging out long nets during the low tide, 
close to the coast. My other contact, Jr, told me that this is what Manuel meant, they are 
hanging out small-eyed nets to catch fish when the tide comes in. This way, they won’t have 
to go sail into the open ocean, which as we now know, is risky business.  
 
This is an example of how climate change is impacting other factors, which in its turn 
escalates the impact of climate change. The younger fishers don’t dare to go out into the 
Pacific in the unpredictable weather, and to the older generations it is clear that this has a 
negative impact on the ocean’s systems. If the policies that the coastguard are ordered to 
police would have integrated local oceanic knowledge better, then these practices would be 
discouraged, and the fish population could stand a better chance. Environmental policies 
should enable islanders to adapt sustainably to the changing climate, and they should adapt 
these policies to the local oceanic knowledge.  
 
There is an instance where environmental policy did enable sustainable change through 
incorporating local oceanic knowledge. The restraint on dynamite fishing came in as a top-
down approach, but many locals where aware of its destructing nature. The measure that 
made dynamite fishing illegal was implemented fast and successfully on Siargao because of 
this, but another reason behind the success was the increase of job opportunities on the island. 
The growing tourism industry served as a good substitute for many who had practised illegal 
fishing methods. The coastguard informed me that a lot of tourist boat operators working from 
General Luna once practised illegal fishing. Yet, the arrival of tourism also puts a strain on 
oceanic and coastal resources.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
‘Siargao, the best island in Asia and the World’ 
 
 
Figure 4. The department of tourism released this picture after CN traveller magazine named 
Siargao the number one island in Asia.  
 
What makes Siargao very different from most other island that regularly appear in climate 
ethnography, mostly Pacific islands, is not the existence of a tourism industry per se, but 
moreover the sudden rise of it. Some say the spike in tourism was caused by the film 
´Siargao´ that came out in the Philippines in 2017. While this may be true for local tourist 
escaping the city, it seems more likely that the expansion of the airport end of 2017 set about 
the unprecedented rise. In 2018, 195,562 local and foreign tourists visited the island, a 50% 
increase from the year before (Lato-Ruffolo, 2019).	
	
90% of these tourists are staying in General Luna (Mascariñas, 2018). While I was filming on 
Siargao, a local friend told me about a German guy who once made a documentary in the 
town, some 20 years ago. Searching for this film on YouTube is nearly impossible, since all 
hits for ‘Siargao documentary’ revolve heavily around the tourist hype that the island has 
become: ‘The most BEAUTIFUL island in the Philippines? A foreigner’s day in Siargao’, 
‘British couple fall in love with Siargao island, is this better than Bali and Hawaii?!’. The 
only way to find it is by knowing the name: ‘GenLuna: Surfers, Sailors & Missionaries’ 
(Howell, 1999). This film shocked me slightly, not that long-ago General Luna consisted of 
no more than a sand road and some wooden houses. Indeed, in the three months I spend on 
the island, I had seen resorts pop up as if they’d come from the ground, the town would never 
be the same.  
 
But the suddenness of these changes also created the possibility to let the island of Siargao 
fast forward the island into an eco-friendlier phase of modernity. Some sustainability ´hypes´ 
are very prominent on Siargao, and they were brought over by tourist. For example, similar to 
what is currently happening in Europe, General Luna has a ban on plastic bags and plastic 
straws. In part of the island where tourist are found a lot less, which is almost anywhere 
outside of General Luna, these sustainable hypes are not part of the everyday (and luckily not 
necessary most of the time, since these places have a much smaller population and the shops 
sell less packaged goods).  
 
A reason that the tourism in Siargao has this hint of sustainability is because it consists mostly 
of surf tourists. Surfers, being part of this community myself, generally have a strong 
relationship with the ocean. Their love for the sea gives them reason to learn how the ocean 
behaves and how to protect it. This is not the same as local oceanic knowledge, which stems 
not only from oceanic literacy but also from a genealogical connection to place.  
Nevertheless, the surf tourist doesn’t seem to be one of the worst to attract. And although this 
might be true for the cleanliness of the beaches, they aren’t such thoughtful tourist when it 
comes to the host community cultures (Buckley, 2002).  
 
Surf tourism is historically a colonizing activity (Ponting et.al., 2005; Ingersoll, 2016). The 
attraction of empty waves on crystal clear reef breaks sounds like paradise to the surfer 
looking to fulfil a beach paradise’s dream. This is in line with the wave of adventure tourism 
that can be seen all over the world (Buckley, 2002). The surf tourism model is often 
exploitive of host communities. This is because it’s almost completely tied to specific features 
of the environment of the destination (O’Brien & Ponting, 2013). Ultimately what this means, 
is that the surf tourism industry might be slightly more environmentally aware, it still poses a 
possible threat to preserving and rendering relevant the oceanic knowledge of the locals, since 
this is not only ecologically but also culturally bound.  
 
However, the local community has a positive attitude towards coastal tourism (Tiu, 2011). I 
encountered this as well with my contacts. Gingging, Manuel and Jr all mentioned that they 
appreciate foreign tourist because it brings them new job opportunities. All of them said they 
saw no harm in it, but did always nuance their statements afterwards: ‘It’s okay that they are 
building more properties, but they shouldn’t build it higher then two floors like Manuel’s boss 
did’, ‘I don’t mind the tourists, but if they misuse their power, I will not allow it’. The impact 
of building the island up to accommodate the wishes of the tourists seems unclear to them. In 
an excerpt from my field notes I speculate about the effects: 
 
‘There are apparently plans to build a long boulevard from the fish market down to 
almost Mindanao. This means that all the houses that are now on the beachfront will 
have to move back. Ging explained that these lots will be bought up by the 
government, for a far smaller price then they would sell to anyone else, and that the 
residents would not get a new lot assigned but will have to buy one. Of course, the 
prices in GL have skyrocketed in the last 5 years especially, so this would basically 
mean that the residents living there now will have to move out of GL. This is 
problematic in a couple of ways. For the fisherman, this means that they have to either 
start fishing in a different location (which requires different knowledge and 
techniques) or they will have to sail a lot further to get through the reef entrance and 
go behind Daku (where most go to fish). For any of the residents working in tourism, 
this means that they have to move away from the area that provides tourism jobs. 
 
Although these are just speculations, there are examples not far away, geographically and 
figuratively, from Siargao that ultimately led to a whole island having to close down (for 
tourists). The enormous influx of tourists, together with a lack of waste management and a 
lack of environmental policy implementation against climate change impact had brought the 
island of Boracay into a very poor environmental condition. For example, poor water quality 
levels led to coral reef deterioration (Reyes et.al., 2018). In an effort to give Boracay´s nature 
a rest and develop the island sustainably, the government decided in October 2018 to close 
down the island to tourists (Reyes et.al., 2018). 
 
The factors that led to the shut-down of Boracay must sound familiar by now: Siargao is 
heading towards the same threshold. It seems backwards to wait until the situation is so bad, 
only to then shut down an island. It leaves it´s residents without the opportunities that tourism 
brought, and that so often they had to take because their former occupations were threatened 
by climate change effects. Currently, local governance has been inadequate in educating and 
encouraging everyone for sustainable tourism that can protect and conserve coastal resources 
(Tiu, 2011). It needs to incorporate local oceanic knowledge into environmental policies and 
tourism development plans in order to get everyone on the same boat.  
 
First of all, sustainable tourism should be developed with the help of local oceanic knowledge 
because refraining to consult local residents may lead to protest when (tourism development) 
plans are implemented (Trousdale, 1999), but also because LOK can hold valuable 
information to create sustainable plans for tourism development because they are at the 
frontline of the changing environment. Managing tourism towards sustainable goals can also 
benefit from LOK because brings the awareness back to the sea and the people who are 
connected to it, culturally and economically. Furthermore, community involvement in 
development plans creates a driving force to protect the environment and the culture of locals, 
as these simultaneously function as tourism products (Okasaki, 2008). The most important is 
that a pathway is opened up for meaningful exchange of information.  
 
  
V Conclusions 
 
There are many environmental changes happening on the island of Siargao and the ocean 
surrounding it. These are all impacting the relationship with and knowledge about the ocean. 
In this article I have used the concept of Local Oceanic Knowledge to explain the impact of 
several different environmental changes on islanders. This concept is similar to TEK but tries 
to steer away from the idea that such knowledge is static, something that is implied by using 
the word traditional in TEK. LOK intends to focus more on kinaesthetic learning and 
movement and provides less of an eco-colonial gaze, by embracing the fluidity of local 
knowledge inspired by the concept of Seascape Epistemology of Ingersoll (2016).  
 
Contemporary climate change is one of the main factors influencing LOK. Climate change is 
warming the ocean temperatures, causing certain types of fish to occur more and others less. 
This has an effect on the fisherman local oceanic knowledge as they will have to adapt their 
techniques to fish successfully. Climate change is also causing strange weather patterns. This 
renders it more and more impossible for the local (fisherman and otherwise) to accurately 
predict the weather, which is important to sustain the livelihood of islanders. Storms are also 
increasing in intensity and frequency, which also impact the islander’s livelihood since it’s 
dangerous to be out at sea when there are heavy storms. Furthermore, climate change is 
causing ocean acidification, which is impacting the coral reefs, which are fish habitats.  
 
The habitats of fish are not only impacted by climate change, lack of environmental policy 
has in the past caused major damage to the reef because of dynamite fishing, although these 
are connected. Some fishing methods that were, or are still used, such as small-eyed net 
fishing and dynamite fishing, are indications that locals have had to alter traditional fishing 
methods some 30 years ago already because of coastal degradation, caused by the absence of 
sustainable resource management plans (Baticados, 2004).  
 
Environmental policy currently also lacks in any sort of plan for waste management. Waste 
from the island is polluting the ground and groundwater, and some of the debris inevitably 
end of in the ocean. Marine debris has a clear negative impact on ocean life: sea life habitats 
become polluted and fish can mistake the trash for food, which often results in death. In turn, 
this effects the Local Oceanic Knowledge of fisherman by changing the space and pattern of 
ocean life rapidly. This amplifies the effects that climate change already has on the ocean, 
worsening the impact on the environment that is at the basis of LOK. 
 
Another amplifying effect is the sudden tourism rise. This goes hand in hand with the lack of 
environmental policies, as the tourism has to be regulated better in order to remain 
sustainable. Although it is creating alternative jobs for islanders in its industry, this moves the 
islander further away from their relationship with the ocean. It colonizes Local Oceanic 
Knowledge by using it solely for touristic purposes, such as taking tourists island hopping on 
a boat. It exacerbates the effects of climate change by putting more strain on the island’s 
resources on land and in the ocean. 
 
What does Siargao need to ensure a sustainable future? Unfortunately, reversing climate 
change is not in the hands of one island alone. Globally, we need to reduce Co2 emissions if 
we are to sustain nature for future generations and keep islanders and their culture save. But, 
what is possible through local governance is the creation of environmental policies that take 
local oceanic knowledge to heart, in order to reduce the ecological impact of contemporary 
climate change and other environmental issues. The tourism industry that’s rapidly 
developing has to become more sustainable, which is something that can also be done by 
creating good conservation and sustainability plans. Policies have to be created for and with 
the locals, who’s connection to the ocean gives then a first-hand perspective of the impacts of 
climate change and other environmental hazards.   
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Attachments  
 
English consent form 
 
For	three	months,	I	will	be	doing	research	in	Siargao	as	a	student	for	my	masters	in	Visual	
Anthropology.	This	means	that	I	will	write	a	report,	but	I	am	also	making	a	documentary	about	it.	
This	research	is	about	the	impact	of	climate	change	on	the	relationship	that	people	have	with	the	
ocean.	The	research	will	be	with	people	that	have	a	strong	connection	to	the	ocean,	for	example	a	
fisherman.	Fisherman	that	have	been	fishing	for	a	long	time	know	a	lot	about	the	ocean’s	behaviour,	
about	the	fish	and	fishing	techniques	that	work	best	here	in	Siargao.	Another	example	of	someone	
with	a	special	relationship	to	the	ocean	is	a	surfer.	Both	surfers,	especially	instructors,	and	fishermen	
are	dependent	on	the	ocean	to	get	a	salary.	This	makes	them	more	vulnerable	to	changes	that	are	
happening	to	the	ocean	because	of	climate	change.	Examples	of	changes	caused	by	climate	change	
are:	more	typhoons,	longer	rainy	season	and	worse	weather	in	the	rainy	season.	I	will	try	to	find	out	
if	the	things	that	fishermen	or	surfers	know	about	the	ocean	are	changing	because	of	the	changes	
caused	by	climate	change.	Maybe	fishermen	have	to	learn	a	different	technique	that	works	better	
when	the	weather	is	bad,	or	maybe	a	surf	instructor	has	to	take	another	job	because	there	is	not	
enough	good	surf	when	the	weather	is	bad.		
As	part	of	my	project	I	will	make	photographic,	audio,	and/or	video	recordings	of	you.	You	can	
always	ask	me	to	show	or	delete	them	if	you	don’t	like	it.	If	you	want	to	help	me	with	this	
research,	and	you	are	okay	with	being	in	the	report	and	on	the	film,	you	can	sign	your	
signature	and/or	write	your	name	below	on	the	line.		
If	you	sign	below:	The	records	can	be	studied	by	the	research	team	for	use	in	the	research	
project.	The	records	can	be	used	for	scientific	publications.	The	records	can	be	used	on	
internet,	television	and	radio.	
I	have	read	this	form	and	give	my	consent	for	use	of	the	records	as	indicated	above.	
	
	
	
Name	______________________	Signature	_____________________	Date	_________________	
 
  
Bisaya consent form 
 
	
Sa	tulo	ka	bulan	diri	sa	Siargao,	maga	buhat	ako	ug	research	para	sa	akong	pag-iskwelahan	ug	Visual	
Anthropology.	Buot	nako	maka	sulat	ug	maka	himo	ug	video	sa	ako	research	bahin	sa	ginabuhat	sa	
mga	tao	karun	diri	 sa	Siargao	sa	pag	bago-bago	nan	panahon.	Labi	na	ang	panginabuhi	sa	mga	tao	
nga	naga-agad	sa	dagat.	Sama	sa	mga	sweto	ug	dugay	na	na	mananagat,	mga	lokal	na	surfers	hilabi	
na	ang	mga	naga	tudlo.	Kani	nga	mga	tao	nga	ang	mga	panginabuhi	naga	depende	sa	dagat.		
Mga	problema	ug	epecto	sa	pag	bag-o	bag-o	sa	panahon:	mas	daghan	gna	bagyo,	mas	daghan	gna	
ulan	ug	maraot	gna	panahon	sa	bulan	sa	ting-uwan	ug	dili	ting-uwan.	Buot	nako	ma	hibalan	kung	na	
pansin	o	na	bantog	ba	sa	mga	mananagat	ug	surfers	ang	pag	bag-o	sa	panahon.	Hilabi	na	gayod	nga	
ang	ilang	panginabuhi	ang	una	nga	ma	apektohan	sa	pag-daot	ug	pag	bag-o	sa	panahon.	
Sa	mga	adlaw	ug	buwan	nga	maraot	ang	panahon	unsay	kalihokan	nga	ginabuhat	sa	mga	mananagat	
para	maka	panagat	ug	maka	panginabuhi.	Naa	ba	silay	epektibo	gna	panagat	sa	adlaw	nga	mahangin	
ug	mauwan?	Sama	sa	mga	mananagat	unsa	man-pud	ang	panginabuhi	sa	mga	surf	instruktors?		
	
Buot	 nako	mag-hangyo	 kong	mo	 tugot	 nga	mag	 record	 ako	 ug	 video	 ug	 pikture	 ninyo	 nga	
akong	na	himamat,	bahin	sa	akong	proyekto	sa	pag	 iskwela.	Pero	naa	ra	usab	ka	ninyo	ang	
decision	kung	motugot	mo.	
Kong	gusto	ninyo	ako	tabangan	ug	ok	ra	sa	inyo	mahi	apil	sa	akong	report	ug	video.	Palihog	
maga-hangyo	ako	ug	pirmahi	ug	i	sulat	ang	inyong	pangalan	sa	linya	nga	naka	sulat	sa	ubos	
aning	dokumento.		
	
	
Ang	pag	perma	aning	documento	naga	pa	matuod	nga	angay	ninyo	mo	tabang	ug	ni	tugot	mo	
sa	pag	gamit	sa	video	o	impormasyon	sa	internet,	telebisyon	ug	radio	mahitungod	ninyo.		
Na	 basa	 nako	 ug	 ni	 tugot	 ako	 sa	 pag	 gamit	 sa	 mga	 impormasyon,	 video	 ug	 record	
mahitungod	nako	alang	sa	kani	nga	report/proyekto.		
	
Name	______________________	Signature	_____________________	Date	_________________	
	
	
	
 
